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There are many ancient examples, from many different contexts, of Latin being written in Greek 
script. Here, I will describe the orthography employed in the transcriptions of Latin plant names 
found in certain recensions of Dioscorides Pedanius' De materia medica. 


The most striking difference between the two scripts is the importance of diacritics in the Greek. 
Unsurprisingly, Latin h becomes a spiritus asper (€ in €pBa < herba), and an unaspirated initial 
vowel receives a spiritus lenis (& in dypéote <— agreste); less obviously, initial 7 is also written as 
aspirated (pd0a < rosa), although this is perhaps the effect of scribal normalization over time 
rather than a feature of the original transcription. Word accent is always indicated, usually with an 
acute (6kovAovcs <— dculus), even where Roman grammarians would place a circumflex (Kkyzan <— 
cépam, ipioven <— iridnem; but ptwwOpeu <— minorem, KakxtodKa <— lacttica ). 


Vowels are transcribed straightworwardly: o for a, 1 for i, ov for u (GAlovn <— alium). With e and o, 
€ or y and o or w are chosen depending on vowel length (depan <— hédéram; Bijta — béta; 
mopkivovn <— porcinum; ip\wven <— iridnem). Strangely, Latin thymum — from Greek @dpOoVv — is 
transcribed as 8o0nWOvDL, but otherwise, y and v are interchangeable (kdpuWwov = Kb~tvouL — 
cyminum). Elsewhere, long i can also be found transcribed as &1. 


The diphthong ae becomes au (téppat < terrae), but may also be transcribed as ¢, reflecting 
colloquial pronunciation (Alive <— Dianae). Au becomes av (avyovotéa = Augustea). I can find no 
examples here, but ew and oi elsewhere become é€v and ot, respectively. 


Consonantal i and wu are not transcribed consistently, because neither sounds exists in Attic Greek. 
Consonantal 7 is either transcribed as the vowel 1 (iovyKovp <— iuncum, dnovAéiovn — Apuleium) or 
remains consonantal but is changed into ¢ (Covvinépovu < iuniperum), perhaps reflecting a 
pronunciation of /d3/. Consonantal wu similarly can retain its consonantal character but change into a 
stop, B (Bévepic <— Veneris) or be treated as a vowel, ov (Adovepen <— laverem). 


Mute consonants are treated as one would expect: b B, c kx, d 6, gy, (kK «,) p 1, tt. Aspirated ch ph th 
is x @ 0. 


Qu is Kv (kvepKkiap, <— qguerceam) or Kov (dKovdtika — aquatica); Gu is yu (oayyvivdAEL <— 
sanguinalem) or you (cayyouwdAic <— sanguinalis). If an i follows after these, it may in certain 
cases not be written separately’ (cayyvvdAic <— sanguinalis). 


Lmnr are generally transcribed as 1 uv p, but 7 is largely transcribed as y when pronounced as /n/, 
ie., before y or « (KoyKOpdtaAig <— concordialis). Further, word-final m is sometimes omitted 
(tpipovAov <— tribulum), since it can be pronounced as a nasalization of the preceding vowel rather 
than an independent consonant. Nf is v@ (woépva <— inferna), not uw, as one would expect in 
Greek. 


S becomes o, bs or ps is transcribed as w (GyivOlovp <— absinthium) X as € (kovoakpatpiy, <— 
consacratrix), f as @ (geBpipovytapn — febrifugiam). 





1 In these cases, the v represents both the u and the 7, which is in fact pronounced as something like /y/. 
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Sometimes, consonants are doubled unpredictably (tpipdAAlovn <— ¢trifolium) and other minor 
changes in phonology occur (e.g. -kAovu for -culum), which cannot be discussed comprehensively 
here. 


Some examples of Latin in Greek script 


1. The theonymic plant names in the Dioscorides recensions 

Yellow flag: Bevépiap (Veneria, 'of Venus’). 

Cyclamen: ovupiixcovp téppot (umbilicum terrae, ‘navel of the Earth’). 

Phoenician anemone: "Opkt tobvicap (Orci turnica, ‘tunic of Orcus'). 

Great centaury: @éA téppat (fel terrae, ‘gall of the Earth’). 

Teasel: AGBpovu Bévepic (labrum Veneris, ‘lip of Venus'), kapdovp Bévepic (carduus Veneris, ‘thistle 
of Venus’), Kovya Béveptic (concha Veneris, 'mussel of Venus'), wobppa Atave (murrha Dianae, 
‘myrrh of Diana’). 

Eryngium: Kapdovc téppat (carduus terrae, 'thistle of the Earth'), oi 6 Movodpovp Kapdovc 
(Musarum carduus, 'thistle of the Muses’). 

Lily: pdcoa Tovvavic (rosa Iunonis). 

Many-branch wormwood: épBa Avavapia (herba Dianaria, ‘herb of Diana’), &pteutoiap (Artemisia, 
‘of Artemis’). 

Man orchid: vépBiovn Latvptkovu (nervium Satyricum, 'nerves of the Satyr’). 

Marjoram: o@Atc SkovAovn (Solis oculus, 'eye of the Sun’). 

Cinquefoil: uavovcg Maptic (manus Martis, "hand of Mars’). 

Immortelle: I6Bic BapBa Uovis barba, 'beard of Jupiter’). 

Henbane: AnoAdwaptc (Apollinaris, 'of Apollo'). 

Bladder cherry (Physalis alkekengi): Anoddwaptc pivop (Apollinaris minor, ‘minor [plant] of 
Apollo’). 

Great houseleek: T6Bic 6kovAove (Vovis oculus, ‘eye of Jupiter"). 

Navelwort: ovupirikovu Bévepic (umbilicum Veneris, 'navel of Venus’). 

Milfoil: covmepxitiovp Béveptic (supercilium Veneris, ‘eyebrow of Venus'). 

Lion's leaf? MwépBiovn (Minervium, 'of Minerva’), Idovic pé&vovc Vlovis manus, ‘hand of Jupiter'), 
TloAAddtovp (Palladium, 'of Pallas’). 

Maidenhair: téppat kamiAAovs (terrae capillus, ‘hair of the Earth’), covmepkiAiovn téppat (‘eyebrow 
of the Earth’). 

Male mercury: épBa pepkovpidAtc ndoKAa (herba Mercurialis mascula, 'male herb of Mercury’). 
Female mercury: épBa pwepkovpiéAts (herba Mercurialis, herb of Mercury'), wepKovpidAic pnutwa 
(Mercurialis femina, ‘feminine [plant] of Mercury’). 


2. Latin curse tablets in Greek script 


Defixio 11.2.1/5 Kropp = 267 Audollent? 


[...] k@yite Bov@oa, kovau menepit Tantn, 
anWaps pn, Onion, Koven memepit Ovevepta, 





[...] cdgite Bondsa(m), quam peperit Papté, 
amare mé, Oppium(!), quem peperit Veneria, 


ALOPE CUKP® OLVE WTEPHLOOLMWVE: VOV TOCOIT 
doppEeips Bov@oa vexove noose [...]| Bovaoa 
vekove aALlovt [...] o€6 aBpoumatovp Et uN [...] 
ovtdepet onviBovs dinBous [...] ovokove ad Stel 
LOpTic cove [...] 





amore sacrO sine intermissiOne; non possit 
dormire Bondsa neque ésse(!) [...] Bondsa 
neque aliut [...] sed abrumpatur(!) et mé [...] 
videret omnibus diébus [...] usque ad diem ortis 
sue (=suae) [...] 








[...] Force Bonosa, whom Papte bore, to love me, Oppius, whom Veneria bore, with sacred love 








2 The writer uses o for u, perhaps more for economy of spelling than to represent a different pronunciation. 


Z 








endlessly; Bonosa cannot sleep nor be [...] Bonosa, nor another [...] but is broken and ... me [...] 
see through all days [...] until the day of her death [...] 








Defixio 11.2.1/9 Kropp = 270 Audollent’ 





Adwovpo [...] mep payvovn dSeovu et TEP 
avOspotac [...] et mEep eovu kovt afet 
APYENTOPEN COvTPA yoTovO ET TEP OEMTEL 
obedhac, ov8, 6 Kova Opa OY KOUMOGOVEPO, VOV 
dSoppia8 LeEtiAAtoc, Atoviois PiAtovcG, ovpabovp 
OvpEvG, vov dSoppia veKovE OEdEAT VEKODE 
AoKOvaTovp, o€6 IW LEVTEL ABLAT LE LewO Wa, 
Apeve outa. Ovpafovp govpevsc apope &t 
SECLOEPLO LEO, AVILA ET YOP OvPABoVP LEEtA1, 
Awoviclg @iAlovc, apops et deoideplo Eo 
Lentsc, Apeve ute. Tov aovten* Apap 
BapBapte EAogse LaPpao8 Hayvovev MWv0iept 
way LeEti1ovn Atoviole PULOvLL, VE GOLLVODLL 
yovOwya0,” os8 apops st SEoldspio EO 
ovpabovp  ovuove® otmipitovg «st yop 
youBovpatovp, oLvia LELBpa BoOiovs Yyopmopic 
YEét1At, Atoviois MUtovs. Xt ptvovc deoxevdo tv 
advtovs Oovpic et dtooodovap Sev Oamesv Et 
LuUtTTaL ovO a @AOvLVE Epatovp. Eym svi 
OOD paAyvOUG dExyavovVG d€él Layvt él 


Adiuro [...] per magnum deum et per 
Anterotas(!) [...] et per eum qui (h)abet 
accipitrem’ supra caput et per septem stellas, ut, 
ex qua (h)ora (h)oc composuero, non dormiat 
Sextillios,’ Dionisie (=Dionysiae) filius, uratur 
furens, non dormiat neque sedeat neque 
loquatur, sed in mentem (h)abeat(!) me 
Septimam, Amene (~Amoenae) filia(m). Uratur 
furens amore et desiderio meo, anima et cor 
uratur Sextili, Dionisie filius, amore et desiderio 
meo Septimes’ Amene filie (=filiae). Tu autem, 
Abar Eloee'® Sabaoth" Pachnuphy Pythipemi, 
fac Sextilium, Dionisie filium, ne somnum 
contingat, set amore et desiderio meo uratur, 
(h)uius spiritus(!)'* et cor comburatur, omnia 
membra totius corporis Sextili, Dionisie filius. 
Si minus, descendo in adytus Osyris_ et 
dissolvam then thapeen’* et mittam ut a flumine 
feratur. Ego enim sum magnus decanus dei 
magni dei Achrammachalala [...] 








AYpanwayoaraAre [...] 





I adjure [...] — by the great god and by the Anterotes [...] and by him who has a hawk above his 
head, and by the seven stars — that, from the hour in which I complete this, Sextilius, son of 
Dionysia, may not be able to sleep, may he burn with madness, may he not be able to sleep or sit 
or speak, but have me, Septima, the daughter of Amoena, on his mind. May he burn mad with love 
and lust for me, may the soul and heart of Sextilius, the son of Dionysia, burn with love and lust 
for me, Septima, the daughter of Amoena. And you, Abar Barbarius Eloe Sabaoth Pachuphy 
Pythipemi, make that Sextilius, the son of Dionysia, not attain sleep, but burn with love and lust 
for me, may his spirit and heart catch fire, and all members of the whole body of Sextilius, the son 
of Dionysia. If not, then I will descend into the sanctum of Osiris and destroy the tomb and throw 
it to be carried away by the river. For I am the great decan of the great god, the god 
Achrammachalala [...] 














3 The writer seems to have limited knowledge of Greek orthography: there is no distinction of vowel length, 
confusion about aspiration of consonants, etc. 

4 This is rather mechanical: o for a and ov for wu instead of av for au. 

Again, quite mechanical: v for n, y for g, rather than yy for ng. 

The writer here represents the geminated /j:/ in huius, which cannot be distinguished from a simple /j/ in ordinary 

Latin orthography, as u. 

Literally arceptorem, but this is transparently a mistake. 

This is clearly the Greek form of the name, with geminated / and the ending os. 

The Greek genitive -es for feminine names like Septima was used in colloquial use in Latin. 

10 Usually written as "EAai or EAwé. 

11 Usually written as XaBaw; probably the writer is working backwards from a Latin text where Eloe Sabaoth was 
written without distinction of vowel length. 

12 Spiritus is written as sipiritus, with an epenthetic vowel. 

13 This must represent tyv tag tén taphéen. 
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